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Abstract 
Although there is much research about the growing ethnic and religious diversity on 
university campuses across the world, relatively little is known about the religious and 
cultural experiences of Muslim students on university campuses in Australia. We focus upon 
the micro-publics of university campuses to investigate these experiences. We draw upon an 
analysis of a survey that was completed by 324 Muslim students who were studying at 
universities in New South Wales (NSW), Australia. Our analysis points to the diversity of the 
Muslim student population and their commitment to diversity on campus. In these ostensibly 
secular environments, religiosity was not curtailed. Discrimination was reported within an 
education setting, and there were concerns about haram activity (alcohol consumption). 
Despite divisive power of religious belief there was broad acceptance with sharing space. A 
pro-diversity sensibility has emerged within these post-secular micro-publics. 
Keywords: university campus, Muslims, students, racism, religious discrimination, micro-
publics, post-secular university. 
Introduction 
Are Muslim university students in Australia experiencing alienation and discrimination? Does 
the ambient Islamophobia of Western societies feed into isolation and non-belonging on 
campus (Markus 2014; Pedersen et al 2012)? Can positive experiences on campus assuage the 
effects of ambient Islamophobia, or do they provide a temporary respite? Do Muslim graduates 
emerge as more religious, or less religious, than when they first started their degree. Are they 
more or less religiously identifiable? If students graduate as more religious then these micro-
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publics (see definition below) in Australia might be better characterised as post-secular rather 
than secular (Beaumont 2008; Beaumont & Dias 2008, Olson et al 2013). By post-secular, we 
make reference to the deprivatisation of religion, referring to the public emergence and 
affirmation of religion rather than an assumption that faith should remain a private and publicly 
hidden commitment. Post-secularism is being seen as conceptual position that better facilitates 
the presence and influence of religion in the public sphere within a secular framework 
(Habermas and Ratzinger 2006).  
University campuses are micro-publics that are fundamental to the production of the 
professional classes in Australia, and experiences of these sites could have an impact on the 
nation’s future. Micro-public refers to those public places (such as parks, sporting fields, malls, 
backyards, lunch-rooms, community gardens, and so on) where there are everyday mundane 
cross-cultural encounters (Amin 2002; Gow 2005; Wise 2009). Social scientists in Australia 
and the United Kingdom have argued that those interactions across cultural difference do not 
necessarily cause public disquiet but are mainly ‘unremarkable’, ‘ordinary’, ‘mundane’ and 
‘banal’ (Phillips & Smith 2008; Noble 2009). The terms ordinary or mundane cosmopolitanism 
have been used. Using university campuses in NSW as a case study, we explored if these 
mundane cosmopolitan micro-publics can also be conceptualised as post-secular. 
The dynamics and social effects of growing religious and socio-cultural diversity at 
universities have started to be researched across the world extensively since the beginning of 
the new century (e.g. Andersson et al 2012, Batorowicz 2007, Dutton 2008, Gilliat-Ray 2000, 
Hopkins 2011, Jacobson and Jacobson 2012, Possamai and Brackenreg 2009, Possamai et al. 
2014 and Sharma and Guest 2013). This research continues to point out that there is still much 
to be known about how universities, as micro-publics, can better encourage inter-faith and 
inter-cultural understanding and interaction in light of their diversifying populations. Gilliat-
Ray (2000) and Sommerville (2006) argue that now more than ever, public institutions like 
universities need to address the importance of religion – even if religion might be seen as 
tangential to the substantive work of such institutions: “Universities are being forced to 
consider the needs and implications of the life-world of a new generation of students from a 
variety of different religious traditions” (Gilliat-Ray 2000: 144). Given contemporary political 
concerns about the future of multiculturalism and inter-faith cohesion (e.g. Richardson 2013), 
this article seeks to understand the ways in which Muslim students negotiate religious 
diversities in Australian universities, and more specifically in New South Wales.  
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Australia is one of the most religiously diverse countries in the world (Bouma 2006). 
Like the society that surrounds them, universities as institutions have to continuously adapt to 
a changing environment and respond to the challenge of providing for an increasingly diverse 
student body. Rogers (2004:148) has argued that Australian Universities, despite being largely 
secular institutions, must ensure that “spiritual and faith-related issues are kept on the 
administrative agenda for student and staff support on campus”. However, little is known about 
religious diversity on university campuses or about cross religious relations and how these are 
managed.  
 Levey (2009) underlined how the accommodation of cultural diversity at western 
universities has had a utilitarian benefit. For example, Australian universities have marketed 
the cultural diversity of their campuses to maximise their ability to compete in a global 
marketplace for students. As Gilliat-Ray (2000: 143) pointed out: “In a much less public or 
obvious way, universities have necessarily had to respond to the needs and claims of different 
religious groups, if only for the purpose of student recruitment (and particularly the lucrative 
overseas market)”. Indeed, for last ten years education has been among Australia’s third largest 
export industries. The International Education Advisory Council (2013) stated that 
international education in 2014 provided an income of $17.6 billion in Australia (65.6% for the 
higher education sector). The 2010 review of Education Services for Overseas Students 
recommended, among other things, “improved support for those who study and live in 
Australia, including having somewhere to go when problems arise” (Jakubowicz & Monani 
2010: 11). The strong internationalisation agendas of many universities, together with the 
‘widening participation’ agenda to enrol more minorities in higher education (Phillips et al, 
2004) has seen universities become very diverse locations where students (and indeed 
academic staff) from many different ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds share facilities, 
resources and spaces. Although the challenge of diversity is regularly discussed in university 
committees and in the pages of higher education bulletins, there has been a dearth of research, 
as discussed below, into the ways in which minority groups, and in particular, Muslims 
experience university campuses. In the UK, research has shown that whilst Muslim students 
value their educational experience and the ways in which it broadens their horizons, they also 
often have to negotiate complex experiences of marginalisation and exclusion. These 
experiences vary from a subtle sense of exclusion as a result of a stereotypical student drinking 
culture on some university campuses, through to the restricted availability of religious facilities 
or food (Hopkins, 2011; Jones 2014; Siddiqui, 2007). Further, Hopkins (2011) discovered that 
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although UK university campuses were seen as tolerant of diversity and less racist than non-
campus environments, Muslim students had an intense sense that their everyday campus 
activities are monitored and watched in the post 9/11 surveillance society. 
International research on religious identity, religiosity, civic participation and academic 
performance show mostly a positive association between these variables. Pascarella and 
Terenzini (2005: 121) argue that students are involved in religious activities, particularly when 
they engage in “serious discussions about religious . . . [and] political beliefs”. These kinds of 
activities have been associated with increased religious conviction and overall religiousness, 
social integration and better emotional wellbeing among students (Pascarella & Terenzini 
2005). Fiesta et al. and Bryant (2007) added that these activities can also result in deeper self-
knowledge and in having direction. However, there is often anxiety among Muslim students 
about the stereotypes that are attached to Muslim identities that may affect a student’s academic 
performance (Nasir & Al-Amin 2006). This can also result in students distancing themselves 
socially, resulting in them feeling a disconnection from the university community and the 
university as a whole. Steele’s (1992) research also supports this through his work on 
stereotype threat. He argued that when a student perceives his or her group to be regarded as 
inferior, academic performance can suffer. Also, Rogers (2004) noted that many international 
students are accustomed to spirituality and/or religion being central to their life. As such, 
religion could be one of a number of ways of creating social networks for international students 
facing loneliness away from their country of origin (Sawir et al. 2008). 
 The Muslim university student population in the UK is more homogenous than in 
Australia (Hopkins 2011; Siddiqui 2007). Muslim students in Australia originate from over 70 
different countries and have an array of different ethnicities (Saeed and Akbarzadeh, 2001). 
Research on the university student Muslim population in Australia is still modest. One 
exception was Novera’s (2004) study of the experiences of Indonesian Muslim students. The 
author discovered a lack of specific facilities for Muslim students, such as finding a place for 
praying, washing prior to praying, and difficulty finding halal (permissible) food. While we 
assume that certain universities have looked at these issues since 2004, other issues specific to 
Muslim students still need to be explored (Hopkins 2011; Possamai and Brackenreg 2009). As 
Novera (2004: 483) underlined, “there has been little written about the potential of international 
students’ religious background to affect their socio-cultural adjustments to a new environment”. 
This is still the case in 2016. The research of Hopkins, Novera and those cited above suggested 
that Muslim students in NSW would report some issues and difficulties on western university 
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campuses, but their religiosity would not be impaired. Moreover, their religiosity would not 
necessarily be associated with a discomfort towards sharing of space.  
 
Method 
An online survey which contained a total of 36 questions was placed into the Qualtrics platform 
on 29 June 2013. Several steps were taken to distribute the survey and to encourage potential 
participation of Muslim students in universities across the state of New South Wales (NSW). 
Around 500 flyers were distributed at different campuses of Western Sydney University 
(WSU), the University of Sydney and the University of Newcastle, Australia. An invitation 
notice containing a shortened and easy url address to the online survey was also placed on 
notice boards at these campuses. An advertisement with the link to the Qualtrics survey site 
was posted on a social networking site, (i.e. Facebook) and it continued for more than one 
month. The same advertisement was posted in web forums of NSW universities, their official 
Facebook pages and groups of Muslim student associations. Additionally, an invitation email 
was sent to around 200 Muslim students of Western Sydney University and the University of 
Sydney. Personalised emails were also sent to Muslim academics and organizers of Muslim 
students’ associations of these universities. The survey was closed on 28 August 2014 and a 
total of 447 participants had accessed it online to that point.  
The results reported here are based on 324 valid survey responses. The survey 
participants included students from WSU (58.3%), the University of Sydney (9%), The 
University of NSW (UNSW) (8.6%), The University of Technology Sydney (UTS) (8%), 
Macquarie University (6.2%), University of Wollongong (3.4%) and the University of 
Newcastle (1.9%). The other institutions were Charles Stuart University and the Sydney 
campuses of Southern Cross University, Central Queensland University, the Australian 
Catholic University, the University of Notre Dame and the International College of 
Management.  
  
The Muslims on campus survey: socio-demographics 
In our survey, 51.5 per cent of the respondents were women and 48.5 per cent were 
men. Regarding age groups, close to 90 per cent  were, as expected, aged between 17 and 30 
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years of age. Most respondents were within their first three years of university study (70.4%). 
However, 13.3 per cent  of the total participants in this survey had completed their university 
study before filling out the survey, and belonged to older age groups. Almost 80 per cent  of 
the participants identified themselves as local and 20 per cent  of them were international. 
Among the international students, women students only represented 36 per cent  of this sub-
group. The proportion was higher among local students (55%). Men were over-represented 
among international students. This may reflect the gender mix of Muslim international students 
in Australian universities, but there are no population level data with which to test that 
hypothesis. 
Among the participating students, most studied Education (17.6%), Health (14.8%), 
Management and Commerce (14.2%), Engineering (13.3%) and Society and Culture (11.4%). 
All other study areas occupy less than 10 per cent of the sample population, such as Information 
Technology (5.6%), Architecture and Building (3.1%) and so on. 
 
Table 1: Country of birth (Top 10), Muslim university students, NSW, 2013-14, N= 288. 
 N %  
Australia 148 51.4 
Pakistan 21 7.3 
Bangladesh 21 7.3 
Lebanon 14 4.9 
Iraq 13 4.5 
Saudi Arabia 8 2.8 
Afghanistan 9 3.1 
Indonesia 9 3.1 
Malaysia 6 2.1 
Egypt 5 1.7 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
The most common country of birth for survey participants was Australia (51.4%) (Table 
1). In our sample, Pakistan and Bangladesh were the next two highest countries of birth (both 
7.3%). Major countries of birth of Muslims in Australia include Lebanon and Turkey, yet only 
Lebanon was in the top ten birthplaces of Muslim university students surveyed. However, our 
survey did reveal that one-quarter of the participants had at least one parent who was born in 
Turkey or Lebanon. The most common place of birth for participants’ mothers and father was 
Lebanon (20.4% of mothers and 21.3% of fathers), this was followed by Pakistan (6.5% and 
9.3%) and Bangladesh (6.5% and 8.6%). Ten of the respondents had both parents born in 
Commented [NK1]: But earlier it says the survey closed in 
August 2014? 
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Australia. Our analysis of these birthplace connections reveals that around 51 per cent of the 
survey respondents are first generation immigrants, and 41 per cent second generation. 
In our survey, 263 students (81.2% of the sample) spoke a language other than English 
at home. As seen in Table 2, the top three non-English languages spoken at home among this 
sub-group of Muslim university students were Arabic (44.9%), Urdu (12.9%) and Bengali 
(11.4%). There are other languages which were spoken by a lower percentage of respondents, 
such as Turkish (6.5%), Indonesian (5.3%), Dari (4.2%) and Hindi (3.0%). Some of our survey 
respondents spoke more than one non-English language at home. However, the data presented 
in Table 2 reflects only the first language that the respondents listed. Although 80 per cent of 
the participants had identified themselves as ‘local’ [not international], only 16.1 per cent of 
them indicated that they only speak English at home (bearing in mind that 62.1 per cent of them 
were born in Australia). This indicates the strong multicultural, international, and polyglot 
backgrounds of Australian Muslim university students from our survey.  
 Table 2: Non-English language spoken at home (Top 10), Muslim university students, 
NSW, 2013-14, N= 263. 
First Language listed in 
answer 
N % of the valid 
sample 
Arabic (and others) 118 44.9 
Urdu (and others) 34 12.9 
Bengali (and others) 30 11.4 
Turkish only 17 6.5 
Indonesian (and others) 14 5.3 
Dari (and others) 11 4.2 
Hindi only 8 3.0 
Malay 7 2.7 
Pashto (and others) 7 2.7 
Persian only 2 0.8 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
 
Muslim beliefs and practices on campus  
Ninety per cent of participants (n=282) recognised the importance of religion in their daily life. 
Over half (67%) claimed this to be very important and 23 per cent important. Eight per cent 
saw religion as ‘somewhat important’ in their daily life, and two per cent as ‘not important at 
all’. Table 3 reveals that 66.3 per cent of respondents perform their prayers five time a day, and 
Commented [NK2]: Again, adjust table heading to indicate 
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87.2 per cent at least once a week. We are thus assuming that our sample is highly religious. 
The extent of religious performance on campus is more modest, as not all students live on 
campus. In this higher education setting, 22.4 per cent of the sample prayed five times a day, 
and a total of 61.7 per cent at least once a week. Almost one-fifth (18.9%) of the international 
population reported praying five times a day on campus, compared to 23.1 per cent for the local 
population. We could assume that international students are more likely to live on campus than 
local ones, and local students are more likely to have a home base or local place of worship 
they can use. The data, however, indicates that local students are slightly more likely to use 
prayer facilities on campus. We also noticed another difference; only 16.9 per cent of the 
women students reported praying five times a day on campus compared to 28.4 per cent of 
men. Most (91.8%) of the surveyed students (n=280) stated that they regularly fast in Ramadan 
(all of Ramadan and extra days) and 5 per cent fast for some of Ramadan. The majority (69.8%) 
said they are ‘sometimes’ and ‘most of the time’ identifiable as a Muslim (67.9% for 
international students and 70.2% for local students; 76.7% for women and 62.1% for men) and 
30.2 per cent are not (the question wording was: “Are you identifiable as a Muslim (e.g. the 
way you dress, etc.)?”) 
As questioned in the introduction of this article, there is the possibility that religiosity 
could wane on ostensibly secular university campuses. Moreover, experiences of religious 
intolerance could generate fears to practise and be recognised as Muslim. Yet slightly more 
than one-third (36.8%) of the students who responded to this question (n=258) had become 
more religious since their enrolment at university (40% for women and 33% for men; and 32% 
for international and 38% for local students), whereas 48.8 per cent of them had remained with 
the same level of religiosity. Only 6.6 per cent felt they had become less religious since 
attending university (7.8% were unsure). It can be concluded that according to this sample, 
Australia’s higher education institutions are not micro-publics where students will certainly 
become less religious. For many, their faith remains the same, or is even enhanced. Overall, 
most students are confident enough to perform their religion and be identified as a Muslim 
when on campus. This demonstrates the robustness of the religious diversity and tolerance on 
NSW university campuses.  
 
Table 3: Daily prayer habits, Muslim university students, NSW, 2013-14, N= 282. 
 In General On Campus 
Commented [NK3]: All other percentages are to one decimal 
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N %  N %  
All five prayers on 
time 
97 34.4 36 12.8 
All prayers but 
sometimes not on time 
90 31.9 27 9.6 
Less than five times 43 15.2 92 32.6 
Friday prayer only 16 5.7 19 6.7 
Less than once per 
week 
16 5.4 28 9.9 
Never 20 7.1 88 28.4 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
Table 4 reveals that only 17.2 per cent of the participants (n=280) attended mosques for 
prayer daily or almost daily. However, over one-third (35.8%) attended prayer facilities on 
campus daily or almost daily. This indicates that universities in NSW are providing religious 
facilities that are frequently used by a section of Muslim students. Most of the rest used the 
facilities on campus at least occasionally (72.9%) and only 27.1 per cent never used them. 
When asked to provide any comments to the survey, 39 participants expressed their concern 
about needing bigger prayer facilities or a cleaner Musallah or a cleaner bathroom attached to 
their prayer room. So while usage is high there were concerns about over-crowding and 
cleanliness. 
Table 4: Attending mosque and multi-faith facilities on campus, Muslim university 
students, NSW, 2013-14, N= 280 
 How often do you attend 
mosque? 
How often do you attend a 
prayer room or multi-faith 
facilities on campus? 
 
N %  N %  
Daily 19 6.8 50 17.9 
Almost daily 29 10.4 50 17.9 
Weekly 66 23.6 35 12.5 
Occasionally 127 45.4 69 24.6 
Never 39 13.9 76 27.1 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
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Islam forbids the consumption of alcohol. Table 5 indicates that 32.1 per cent of the 
respondents reported that they have no problem in attending events where alcohol is served, 
and 17.8 per cent had no view on this. However half (50%) did indicate that they are 
uncomfortable with university events where alcohol is served. These reflect similar concerns 
expressed by students in British universities (Hopkins 2011). A majority (62.4%) of survey 
participants in this study agreed that there is a drinking culture among Australian university 
students. Ali and Bagheri (2009) called for universities to set up alcohol-free social experiences 
that might not only benefit Muslim students but also attract other students who do not drink 
alcohol. Because major sources of entertainment on university campuses involve alcohol, 
Muslims may feel socially isolated from their peers. They may also have very few choices in 
entertainment and social outlets (Ali and Bagheri, 2009). For those students who do attend 
venues where alcohol is served “it could also be read as a strategy of ‘invisibilisation’ through 
which the students attempt to avoid being perceived as a threat, and being placed, as a 
consequence, at risk” (Hopkins and Smith 2008: 107). 
Ali and Bagheri (2009) and Nasir and Al-Amin (2006) reported that an absence of 
accommodation of Muslim religious practices like dietary requirements and prayer spaces, and 
a lack of acknowledgement of Islamic holidays by administrators and academic staff, can be 
problematic for Muslim students (2006). The vast majority (86.5%) of Australian Muslim 
university students surveyed in this study agreed that religious facilities such as halal food and 
a prayer room were important to them. Ali and Bagheri (2009) suggest that universities should 
include Islamic religious holidays on the academic calendar, create safe places for Muslim 
students to pray and hold services, and evaluate whether the dietary needs of Muslim students 
are being met. Our survey indicates that close to half (51%) of the sample (n=257) consume 
food on campus and 49 per cent rarely or never do. For the latter, one-third (33.9%) stated that 
the reason for not consuming food on campus was because it was not halal, and 12.1 per cent 
could not afford the cost (Table 6). Survey open responses with regards to food on campus 
included: ‘I don't trust them when they say it's Halal’, ‘Canteen food not healthy’, ‘Expensive, 
a basic sandwich and a drink $10? A total rip off!’, or ‘Prefer home-cooked food’.  
Table 5: Religion on Campus, Muslim university students, NSW, 2013-14 (%), N-=258 
Do you agree or disagree that… 
 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree 
Neither 
Agree or 
Disagree 
Agree Strongly Agree 
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There is a drinking culture 
among university students 
4.3 7.0 26.4 35.7 26.7 
I have no problem in attending 
events where alcohol is served 
31.4 18.6 17.8 20.5 11.6 
I usually try to find Muslim 
friends/study partners 
11.6 16.7 34.5 24.0 13.2 
I feel the same with friends 
whether they are Muslim or 
non-Muslim 
5.8 14 19 32.9 28.3 
Religious facilities on campus 
(e.g. prayer room, halal food, 
etc.) are important to me 
3.9 1.9 7.8 25.6 60.9 
I do not have much 
opportunity/time to practise my 
religion outside of my 
university, and thus I practise 
all my religious and/or spiritual 
activities on campus 
26.4 35.3 29.5 7.4 1.6 
There is a balance in my 
religious and/or spiritual time 
as I perform my religious 
and/or spiritual practices on 
and off campus 
4.3 8.5 26.0 42.6 18.6 
I think that being identified as a 
Muslim (by attire, appearance, 
etc.) is important 
19.8 14.7 27.9 24.0 13.6 
I think that there should be 
some distance between male 
and female students 
19.8 14.7 27.9 24.0 13.6 
It is a good thing for a 
university to be inclusive of 
people from different cultures 
and religions 
2.8 2.8 6.7 22.0 65.7 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
Although 37.2 per cent of the participants (n=258) try to find Muslim friends or study 
partners (see Table 5), a much higher percentage (61.2%) said they ‘felt the same’ with Muslim 
or non-Muslim friends. Over one-third of students (37.2%) would rather keep some distance 
between male and female students, but almost the same proportion was unsure or disagreed 
with that proposition. 
We did not find strong correlations between gender or being an international student 
and the answers to the questions listed in Table 5. However, we did notice moderate positive 
correlations between people who responded that being identifiable as Muslim is important and 
the following: needing to have a distance between men and women (Pearson 0.546); thinking 
that having religious facilities is important (Pearson 0.497); and usually finding Muslim friends 
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(Pearson 0.517). Conversely, a negative correlation was found between respondents who noted 
that being identifiable as Muslim is important and attending events where alcohol is served 
(Pearson – 0.474). This indicates that the more religiously identifiable Muslim students are, the 
more they have concerns about cross-gender mixing in higher education and the greater their 
need for more Muslim, rather than non-Muslim, friends. However, most Muslim students do 
not express desires for mono-gender campuses and/or same-sex instructors. Further, Muslim 
university students in this survey were very positive about cultural diversity on campuses 
(87.7%), closely matching the average level of support for diversity among the Australian 
population found in national surveys (Dunn et al., 2004). This profile of religiosity, tolerance 
of what is prohibited in the Muslim faith, and satisfaction with services, suggest a positive post-
secular micro-public. 
Table 6: Reasons Muslim university students rarely or never buy their lunch at the 
university, NSW, 2013-14, N= 124. 
 N %  
You do not need to use the 
university facilities 
29 23.4 
You are not interested to use 
the university facilities 
12 9.7 
You would like to use the 
facilities but cannot afford 
the cost 
15 12.1 
You would like to use the 
facilities but the quality is 
not adequate 
12 9.7 
You would like to use the 
facilities but the university 
does not provide services in 
line with your religious 
requirements. 
42 33.9 
Other 14 11.3 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
 
Religious-based discrimination  
Almost half (44.0%) of the survey respondents reported being called names or insulted on the 
basis of religious identity (Table 7). The setting where Muslim students were least likely to 
experience discrimination was whilst accessing health services, with 74.9 per cent never or 
hardly ever experiencing discrimination there (Table 7). The next safest settings were 
educational services i.e. at university, Technical and Further Education (TAFE), and schools. 
Indeed, 61.8 per cent had never or hardly ever experienced religious discrimination in an 
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educational context. However, more than one-third (37.0%) of the survey respondents had 
experienced discrimination sometimes, often or very often in an educational setting. Their rates 
of exposure to racism (based on combined totals for sometimes, often or very often) were 37.8 
per cent for shops and restaurants, 37.1 per cent for workplaces, and 42.0 per cent on the 
internet. When dealing with the police, the rate was lesser (24.3%). In Table 7, the Internet was 
the sphere of life where the greatest proportion of Muslims said they had experienced 
discrimination very often (15.6%). University students are likely to spend a great deal of time 
in educational settings. The majority of Australian Muslim university students involved in this 
study do report experiencing discrimination on the basis of their religious identity in 
educational settings, however, only one-in-ten (9.9%) report that it happens often, and for a 
quarter (26.3%) it happens sometimes.  
Table 7: Experiences of discrimination due to religious identity, Muslim university students, 
NSW, 2013-14, N= 254. 
Per cent 
Never 
Hardly 
Ever 
Sometimes Often 
Very 
Often 
Not 
Applicable 
In your workplace or when seeking 
employment 
23.9 23.9 18.5 9.5 9.1 15.2 
In education, i.e. at a school, TAFE, 
University 
27.2 34.6 26.3 9.9 0.8 1.2 
When renting or buying a house 31.7 23.9 14.8 4.1 2.5 23 
In any dealings with the Police 33.3 22.3 10.7 6.6 7.0 19.3 
At a shop or restaurant 28.8 30.0 28.0 4.5 5.3 3.3 
In accessing health services 44.4 30.5 11.9 4.1 2.9 6.2 
On the internet 29.2 24.3 20.6 5.8 15.6 4.5 
By being called names or similarly 
insulted 
26.7 26.7 25.5 9.9 8.6 2.5 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
Table 8 cross tabulates the claim of discrimination at a higher education setting by 
gender and student type (local or foreign). International students are more likely (33%) to never 
experience discrimination in this sphere than local students (26%); and the local students (11%) 
would indeed experience discrimination in an educational setting more often (i.e. ‘often’ and 
‘very often’; 12%) than international students (5%). Female students (13%) were more likely 
to experience discrimination in an educational context ‘often’, than were males (5%). Female 
and local students thus tend to report a higher level of discrimination in an educational settings.   
Table 8: Discrimination experienced by Muslim university students, by international 
and local students, and gender, NSW, 2013-14 
Commented [NK4]: All other tables contain data to one 
decimal place so this is inconsistent. Same goes for the text 
above the table. 
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How often have YOU experienced discrimination because of your RELIGION in the 
following situation: in education, i.e. at a school, TAFE, University 
 Never 
Hardly 
Ever 
Sometimes Often 
Very 
Often 
Not 
Applicable 
Total 
International  
13 
(33%) 
12 
(31%) 
10 
(26%) 
2 
(5%) 
0 
2 
(5%) 
39 
(100%) 
Local 
53 
(26%) 
72 
(35%) 
54 
(26%) 
22 
(11%) 
2 
(1%) 
1 
(1%) 
204 
(100%) 
Total 
66 
(27%) 
84 
(35%) 
64 
(26%) 
24 
(10%) 
2 
(1%) 
3 
(1%) 
243 
(100%) 
Female 
34 
(26%) 
45 
(34%) 
35 
(27%) 
18 
(13%) 
0 
(0%) 
0 
(0%) 
130 
(100%) 
Male 
32 
(28%) 
39 
(35%) 
29 
(27%) 
6 
(5%) 
2 
(2%) 
3 
(3%) 
113 
(100%) 
Total 
66 
(27%) 
84 
(35%) 
64 
(26%) 
24 
(10%) 
2 
(1%) 
3 
(1%) 
243 
(100%) 
Source: Muslims on Campus Survey: University Life for Muslim Students in Australia 
 
Discussion and conclusion 
A limitation of this research project was to treat higher education as an undifferentiated 
category. Experiences on campus could vary according to the type of educational institution, 
such as public and private, large and small, metropolitan or non-metropolitan, research-
intensive or predominantly teaching institutions, religious or secularist genesis. Experiences 
may also vary depending on the mix and intensity of religions on campus. For the purpose of 
this article, we have treated this sample as wrongly homogenous, and acknowledge this 
weakness. We also admit the over representation of students from one university which is 
located in the suburb of Sydney where there is the highest proportion of Muslims in NSW and 
where a large majority of the authors of this article are based. A deeper analysis across types 
of universities would be an important future analysis. 
Our main findings are that the Muslim students from our survey tend to be multicultural 
and bilingual (if not polyglot), are religious and practising, and see NSW universities’ 
inclusivity of people from different religions and cultures as a positive attribute. There is, 
unfortunately, a reported level of discrimination in educational settings, which seems to be 
higher for female and local students. More than one-third of students have become more 
religious since attending university, with again a higher rate for female and local students. We 
have also discovered that respondents who consider themselves to be more visibly Muslim, are 
more likely to prefer a distance from strangers of a different gender, to prefer the company of 
other Muslims friends, and to perceive the need to avoid places where alcohol is consumed. 
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By properly managing and encouraging cultural diversity universities are able to 
increase student retention and performance, and therefore enhance national skills and 
prosperity. Enhancing the learning and social experience of Muslim university students has the 
potential to not only increase social cohesion on campus, but to also do so within larger 
Australian society. These Muslim students (including a large number of international students 
who settle in Australia every year) will join the workforce, and many will be the leaders of 
tomorrow. Improving social harmony on campus could have national benefit.  
 The provision of a safe space for religious expression ought to be a requirement of 
higher education institutions in Australia. In keeping with the principles of dis-establishmenti, 
public universities should be secular. But in keeping with post-secular realities, and the reality 
of racism and Islamophobia, they ought to tolerate faith and to support religious diversity. To 
what extent can Australian universities be seen as post-secular micro-publics? As Habermas 
(2006: 4) has underlined with regards to liberal and late modern societies, the challenge today 
is to reach agreement on the ‘delimitations between a positive liberty to practise a religion of 
one’s own and the negative liberty to remain spared from the religious practice of others’. In 
other words, how can post-secular societies uphold religious toleration in ways that celebrate 
religious diversity, but which also do not preclude the freedom to be agnostic or atheist? This 
theory of post-secularism is an outcome of the fact that religions are now becoming a growing 
part of the public sphere. In this article, we are extending this observation to include micro-
publics as post-secular sites as well. The results of this survey strongly indicate that universities 
in NSW are taking part in this project as post-secular micro-publics. 
 Universities are dealing with a deprivatised religious micro-public (Jacobson and 
Jacobson, 2012). These institutions are now faced with a challenge in trying to include a range 
of religious views, that are no longer privatised, of not only Muslims, but of  Christians, neo-
pagans and atheists as well.  As part of national Harmony Day events in Australia in 2016, 
Western Sydney University hosted the inaugural roundtable meeting of local religious leaders. 
Following the media attention a leader of the student atheist association justifiably inquired as 
why they had not been invited. This is only a small example of the challenges of managing the 
sharing of space between religious and non-religious individuals and groups in universities. 
Our data reveals Australian Muslim university students as having a strong religiosity. 
They are at ease with showing external signs of their religion, and attending a university 
campus does not appear to reduce religious commitment. In this survey, they expressed strong 
pro-diversity views. This is further affirmation that post-secular perspectives are associated 
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with this micro-public. Cultural mixing and tolerance of haram is another indicator of a post-
secular micro-public. However, the rates of experience of discrimination across many spheres 
of life reveal that university campuses do not protect students from Islamophobia. However, 
the positive attitudes towards diversity, by university students, suggests a resilience to the 
negative encounters to which they are exposed, and which may again reflect a sensibility 
cultivated within a post-secular micro-public. 
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i Dis-establishmentarianism refers to the secular principle of there not being a state-endorsed faith, or ‘state 
church’. This principal underpins section 116 of Australian Constitution. However, this prohibition on the 
Commonwealth establishing a state church religion or for prohibiting the free exercise of any religion, has had 
limited effect at proscribing Christian-centrism in politics and government (see Maddox 2005; Fozdar 2011). 
                                                          
